In the "relational era", sales-force role and activities are rapidly changing. Relationship marketing contributions and personal selling literature emphasize that salesmen should become value creators and customer partners, and should actively contribute to the acquisition of customer trust. This paper reviews the literature on relationship marketing and personal selling and through descriptive statistics, factor analyses and cluster analyses, provides empirical evidence of the current state of sales-force activities in a sample of 113 sales managers of Italian firms, and explores sales-force role, as perceived by the respondents, in gaining customer trust. The findings show four typical roles performed by the sales force and three classes of customer trust drivers, as well as identifying clusters of companies characterized by the diverse activities carried out by the sales force and the different contributions made by the latter to gaining customer trust.
INTRODUCTION
The relationship approach is an emerging perspective in marketing literature (Achrol and Kotler, 1999; Gronroos, 1994; Gummesson, 1997; Moller and Halinen, 2000; Sheth and Parvatyiar, 1995) . Relationship marketing stems from various streams of research (Gummesson, 1996; Moller and Halinen, 2000) thus giving rise to numerous discordant interpretations of the phenomenon (Coviello, Brodie and Munro, 1997; Palmer and Bejou, 1994) .
Generally speaking, in relational economy it is possible to identify a variety of relations (Achrol and Kotler, 1999) : in this paper we shall focus our attention mainly on those between companies and customers, which have always represented the essential aspect of relationship marketing (Moller and Halinen, 2000) .
According to Gronroos (1991) , "…(the aim of) …relationship marketing is to establish, maintain and enhance relationships with customers and other partners, at a profit, so that the objectives of the parties involved are met. This is achieved by a mutual exchange and fulfilment of promises". In this perspective, the stress laid on promises emphasizes the key role played by trust, a construct which synthesizes and represents contemporaneously the output of past relations and the input for future ones.
In keeping with the adoption of a long-term perspective, able to include learning on the one hand and expectations on the other (Bitner, 1995) , exchanges are not considered individually but become meaningful insofar as they are connected to other past or future "episodes" (Ravald and Gronroos, 1996) . This emphasizes above all the crucial importance of trust and commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) , since the adoption of a long-term perspective increases uncertainty, causes a voluntary shift of the parties involved in the relationship towards a higher point on the risk-reward curve (Christy, Oliver and Penn, 1996) , and can result in economic losses in the short run.
Relationship Marketing can be seen as a means of gaining competitive advantage (Hunt, 1997) , especially through the acquisition of intangible assets, such as knowledge, commitment and trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . Therefore, from a relationship marketing standpoint, particular importance is placed on achieving the goals of generating and increasing intangible resources (Gummesson, 1996; Gronroos, 1997) .
In reviewing research contributions concerning customer relations, it is well to distinguish between two major areas: business marketing relationships and interpersonal commercial relationships (Iacobucci and Hibbard, 1999) . The former are mainly concerned with inter-organizational phenomena, for which the consideration of constructs such as power, co-operation and conflict assumes special importance. The latter, instead, involve interpersonal interactions between customers and members of the company (salespeople in particular), and emphasize the importance of evaluating the personal characteristics of the persons involved and the social relations they establish.
Though aware of the strong interdependence between interorganizational and interpersonal relations (Doney and Cannon, 1997; Zemanek, 1997) , we have decided here, in keeping with the aims and object of this study, to direct our attention mainly to the latter stream of research, being more meaningful for an analysis of relationship marketing in the specific sales network context.
In fact the firm's relational intent and ability are to a great extent personified and expressed in practice by the salesmen, whose characteristics (in terms of values, behaviours, etc.) exercise considerable impact on the functioning and results of interactions with customers (Price and Arnould, 1999) .
Bearing in mind these considerations, it would seem wise to devote special attention to assessing the contribution the sales force can make to achieving and boosting the company's intangible assets. The main purpose of this research is, therefore, to explore the potential and actual contribution of the sales force to achieving the goals of the relationship approach. Consequently, we shall focus on the main topics regarding the changing role of the sales force in the "relational era", examining the activities currently performed by the sales force, on the one hand, and their contribution to gaining and developing customer trust, on the other.
SALES-FORCE ACTIVITIES AND CUSTOMER TRUST: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Unfortunately, except for some works in buyer-seller relationships literature (Moller and Wilson, 1995) , little attention has been paid to the role played by the sales force in the adoption and implementation of the relationship approach. This is quite surprising, because "…salespeople play a key role in the formation of long-term buyerseller relationships. As the primary link between the buying and the selling firm, they have considerable influence on the buyer's perceptions of the seller's reliability and the value of the seller's services and consequently the buyer's interest in continuing the relationship. Buyers often have a greater loyalty to salespeople than they have to the firms employing the salespeople" (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) .
In the past few years, many authors have recognized that in the "relational era" there have been radical changes in sales-force activities and sales management practices (Darmon, 1997; Marshall, Moncrief and Lassk, 1999; Wotruba, 1996) . In brief, salesmen are expected to become value creators (De Vincentis and Rackham, 1996) , customer partners and sales team managers (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) , market analysts and planners (Wilson, 1993) , and to rapidly shift from a hard selling to a smart selling approach (Sujan, Weitz and Kumar, 1994; Kohli, Shervani and Challagalla, 1998) . As a consequence, sales management also has to change accordingly (Cravens et al., 1993; Oliver and Anderson, 1994) especially in terms of sales-force selection, training and motivation, and in terms of reward and control systems (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) .
Relationship selling literature has analysed the antecedents and outcomes of the relational behaviours of salespeople. It has been suggested that relational selling behaviours are characterized by interaction intensity, mutual disclosure and co-operative intentions (Boles et. Al., 2000) , customer orientation, as opposed to selling orientation (Saxe and Weitz, 1982) , consideration of future sales consequences (Schulz and Good, 2000) , adaptability (Spiro and Weitz, 1990 ) and service orientation (Keillor, Parker and Pettijohn, 2000) . As regards the antecedents of these behaviours, the aforementioned authors have analysed the impact of both personal factors (experience, age, individual inclination for performing different selling activities, etc.) and organizational factors (typically, reward systems). With regard, instead, to the consequences of relational behaviours, even if in some studies long-term results were considered, like propensity to remain a customer, likelihood of giving referrals and customer willingness to recommend the salesperson to other potential purchasers of the product (Boles, Barksdale and Johnson, 1997) , in most cases the favoured performance indicator was sales (see for example Boles et al., 2000; Keillor, Parker e Pettijohn, 2000) . The latter is, however, probably not the most appropriate variable for evaluating the consequences of the relational approach, which should rather be concerned, as underlined above, with the acquisition and development of customer trust (Rich and Smith, 2000; Swan and Nolan, 1985) . In fact, trust is a focal construct in the analysis of relationship marketing (see for example Blois, 1996; Doney and Cannon, 1997; Kumar, 1996; Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . Previous research has identified many different antecedents of trust: for example, Michell, Reast and Lynch (1998) conducted an analysis of contributions on this subject and found 22 antecedents, which they grouped into four categories: probity, equity, reliability and satisfaction. In the specific context of buyer-seller relationships, Selnes (1998) claimed that competence, communication and satisfaction are direct determinants, and commitment and conflict handling are indirect antecedents of customer trust.
However, to date, we still have a poor understanding of the role played by sales force-related factors, as opposed to company-based factors, in gaining and developing customer trust, which is one of the most important results in the relational perspective. Doney and Cannon (1997) pointed out that customer trust towards the supplier firm and its salesperson are different but interrelated constructs (see also Zemanek, 1997) and explored five trust-developing cognitive processes. These authors also identified factors that invoke each process: for example, supplier firm reputation and size invoke the "calculative" process; length of relationship with supplier firm and with the salesperson invoke the "prediction" process; salesperson expertise invokes the "capability" process; supplier willingness to customize, salesperson likeability and similarity invoke the "intentionality" process; trust of supplier firm and of salesperson invoke the "transference" process.
By means of an extensive meta-analysis of previous contributions, Swan, Bowers and Richardson (1999) found that empirical research on customer trust in the salesperson used 49 different antecedents. Such items were grouped into 6 salesmanrelated dimensions (i.e. salesperson benevolence, competence, likeability, selling techniques and skills, attributes, and also experience with salesperson) and one company-related dimension (that is, supplier firm reputation and customer satisfaction in previous interactions with the firm).
Palmer and Bejou (1994) identified three factors influencing customer attitude towards the salespeople and labelled them empathetic orientation when dealing with the customer, perceived selling pressure, and ethical credibility. The authors also demonstrated that the relative importance of such factors in gaining customer trust varies across different stages of the buyer-seller relationship life cycle.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The goal of this research is twofold: to examine the activities currently performed by the sales force, on the one hand, and to analyse the contribution of the sales force towards gaining and developing customer trust, on the other.
Data Collection
The empirical research was carried out by means of a questionnaire mailed to a sample of Italian sales managers. The first version of the questionnaire, based on theoretical and empirical works on personal selling and sales management, was later refined by means of a trial with four academic experts, which led to some adjustments: some questions were modified to increase their clarity for the respondents, others were deleted or added. The final version of the questionnaire was mailed to a non probabilistic sample of 280 sales managers of Italian companies, together with a cover letter introducing the research project, presenting its scope and goals, and including the instructions for filling in the questionnaire. Because the research was exploratory in nature and was intended to cover a wide range of selling environments, companies were selected on a judgmental basis. Consequently, the sample included companies operating in many different industries (consumer goods, durable goods, industrial goods, services and pharmaceuticals) varying considerably in size. After a telephone follow-up to nonrespondents, the final number of returned valid questionnaires was 113, for a response rate of 40.3. Excel software was used for data entry, and SPSS for descriptive statistics, ANOVA, factor analysis and cluster analysis.
Sample description
Fundamental descriptive information about the sample is provided in Table I .
Companies in the final sample are well distributed among different industries, reflecting the desired heterogeneity of the sample. The same is true for company size, for which two different indicators were used. The first is the total number of the workforce. Responses indicate a minimum of 2 and a maximum of 10,000, with an average of 593 people. The second indicator is represented by company revenue. Once again, declared values vary from a minimum of 1.5 to a maximum of 8,000 million US dollars, reflecting a very high heterogeneity of the sample (the average value being 328.6 million US dollars). Employee sales reps vary from 0 and 1,000 and their average number is 37; non-employee sales reps are comprised between 0 and 1,800, with an average number of 77.
SALES-FORCE ACTIVITIES: FINDINGS OF THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH
The first goal of this research was to describe the activities currently performed by the sales force, in order to identify both their frequency (among the total 113 responding companies) and intensity (measured on a 9 point scale, with 1= low and 9= high).
It was particularly important to explore this issue in the perspective of the identification of the postulated "new role" for the sales force in the relational era (De Vincentis and Rackham, 1998; Marshall , Moncrief and Lassk, 1999; Weitz and Bradford, 1999; Wilson, 1993) . The activities considered in the present study correspond mainly to those indicated by Wilson (1993) as critical to the new role of the sales force in the current scenario. Table II summarizes the findings of our research.
Frequency analysis shows that selling is, naturally, the core activity, followed by the acquisition of written market information: this would seem to confirm the importance of the role of the sales force in developing market intelligence about customers and competitors, which is the basis of the firm's market orientation (Kohli and Jaworski, 1990; Narver and Slater, 1990 ). However, both intelligence activities performed by their sales force were rated low by respondents: it would seem that sales managers perceive the fact that their sales force formally acquires information and transmit reports, but probably there are problems with the promptness, accuracy and significance of the collection and transmission of such data. This is not surprising, because this research also shows that information acquisition is not strongly stimulated by sales managers by means of incentives and control mechanisms in their firms: in fact, only 36.3% of companies in the sample declare that they formally assign their sales force the goal of collecting information on customers, and only 42% on competitors.
Moreover, formal controls on the performance of such activities are carried out in only 35.8% and 35.2% of companies respectively.
The more strictly "relational" activities, both in an external (i.e. towards the customers) and internal (i.e. towards other members of the sales team) perspective appear to be very frequently performed by the sales force: nevertheless, customer relationship management and development seem to be far more intensively performed (7.12) than co-ordination of the sales team within the selling company (5.67).
Communication activities are also very frequent, although, in terms of sales managers' evaluation, a clear difference seems to exist between mere information transfer, on the one hand, and the provision of value-adding counselling and pre-sales services, on the other.
Finally, market analysis and sales forecasts, customer profitability analysis, and provision of after-sales services (e.g. maintenance) are less frequently performed by the sales force.
ANTECEDENTS OF CUSTOMER TRUST: FINDINGS OF THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH
Building on the aforementioned contributions, the main purpose of this research was to show the relative importance (on the aforementioned 9-point scale) of different items in gaining customer trust. These items are based on the 6 salesperson variables and on the characteristics of the supplier firm characteristics identified by Swan, Bowers and Richardson (1999) ; the latter have been integrated (with some adaptation to the Italian context) with the "selling company" antecedents of trust used by Doney and Cannon (1997) .
The findings are presented in Table III : respondents perceive that companyrelated dimensions (i.e. satisfaction in past interactions with the company and company collaborative attitude) are the most relevant, but salesperson honesty and competence also get a high score.
Although their variance is very high, company advertising and salesperson attributes get the lowest scores.
This last finding is particularly interesting, because it is exactly the opposite of what was reported by Churchill et al. (1985) , who, by means of a meta-analysis of more than 400 studies, found that personal factors are the category of antecedents having the highest correlation with salesperson performance. As mentioned earlier, however, this performance is traditionally evaluated in terms of sales volumes (i.e. a short-term outcome), and not the gaining of customer trust (which represents, instead, a long-term outcome).
The data gathered on sales force activities was examined using principal component factor analysis (varimax rotation): 72.7% of total variance was accounted for by the four obtained factors. Factor loadings are shown in Table IV .
These four factors were given the following labels: 1) Communication Role (COMM), that is to say a two-way information exchange between salesmen and company, on the one hand, and salesmen and customers on the other. 2) Analytical-Strategic Role (ANST), which includes market analysis and sales forecasts, customer profitability analysis and co-ordination of the sales team inside the selling company.
3) Value-Adding Relationship Management Role (REL), including pre-sales and aftersales service provision, and customer relationship management and development. 4) Selling Role (SELL), which strictly speaking is the basic, essential nature of sales force activities.
Subsequently a Cluster Analysis was made on 58 companies in the sample [1] . Two different groups of companies were identified (see Table V ).
Cluster 1 consists of 34 companies, and is characterized by a sales force which carries out activities that are external and relational in nature, i.e. based on exchange processes with customers, aimed at creating value through a two-way information exchange (Factor 1), and through the adoption of a relational approach involving the provision of pre-sales and after-sales services (Factor 3).
On the contrary, Cluster 2 (24 firms), is clearly characterized by a sales force intensively performing activities of internal relevance to the selling firm, that is selling (Factor 4), customer profitability analysis, market forecasts and co-ordination of the sales team within the selling company (Factor 2).
As shown in Table VI , firms producing durable goods are over-represented in Cluster 1, while companies operating in business-to-business industries ("industrial goods") are over-represented in cluster 2.
Another factor analysis was carried out considering the many possible antecedents of customer trust previously identified (see table 3 ). The principal component factor analysis resulted in three factors explaining 60% of total variance (see Table VII ).
Factor 1 clearly incorporates all the variables related to the salesmen, that is personal, attitudinal and behavioural features of the sales force (PERS), while Factor 2 includes most of the "corporate" determinants of customer trust, i.e. characteristics of the selling firm's organization as a whole (ORG).
Factor 3 only incorporates company advertising (ADV).
Again, a Cluster Analysis was performed on 107 [2] companies in the sample. The results are shown in Table VIII. In Cluster 1, which is made up of 8 firms only, sales force-related dimensions are of fundamental importance in gaining customer trust, while, on the contrary, in Cluster 2 (27 firms) company-related items are vital. Cluster 3, which includes the highest number of companies in the sample, is associated with all the previously identified factors, which are said to jointly contribute to the acquisition and development of customer trust.
Cluster 1 is mostly made up of pharmaceuticals and consumer goods, and does not include any durable or industrial goods provider. In cluster 2 services and industrial goods are over-represented, and the same is true for durable goods and pharmaceuticals in Cluster 3 (see Table IX ).
CONCLUSIONS AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
For most companies, the adoption of a relationship approach represents a strategic choice (Li and Nicholls, 2000) that may affect sales management, selling activities and performance. Unfortunately, the understanding of the role of the sales force in the relational era is still relatively poor, though salespeople play a key role in the formation of long term buyer-seller relationships (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) .
Many authors claim that radical changes are taking place in sales organizations (Darmon, 1997; Honeycutt, 1996) as well as in the role and activities of the sales force (Marshall, Moncrief and Lassk, 1999; Wilson, 1993) : in sales management literature, many authors recommend shifting from outcome-based to behaviour-based sales control systems (Anderson and Oliver, 1987; Cravens et al., 1993; Oliver and Anderson, 1994) . This perspective emphasizes the importance of sales force skills and behaviours in gaining competitive advantage, especially in terms of the acquisition of customer trust (Doney and Cannon, 1997; Dorsch, Swanson and Kelley, 1998; Swan, Bowers and Richardson, 1999) . As a consequence, personal selling should radically change.
Other scholars stress the importance of customer orientation and value creation on the part of the salesmen (Wotruba, 1996) , and suggest adopting adaptive selling and consultative selling approaches (De Vincentis and Rackham, 1998) pointing out that, in the perspective of the creation of a partnership with the customer, salesmen should acquire above all conflict management skills and should become sales teams coordinators (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) . In brief, salesmen should shift from a "hard selling" to a "smart selling" approach (Sujan, Weitz and Kumar, 1994; Kohli, Shervani and Challagalla, 1998) .
The increasing adoption of a relational approach to customers is therefore fostering a deep-going change in the individual skills set and capabilities of the sales force and, farther upstream, a substantial rethinking of company strategies and policies of selection, training, motivation and control of the sales force.
This change of perspective should probably start from a cultural evolution based principally on the awareness of the opportunities offered by the choice of a relational approach to the market, whilst recognizing the limits and risks involved in such an approach if adopted in an undiscerning manner.
The fundamental aim should therefore be to encourage relational behaviours on the part of the sales force. For sales managers, this means first of all recognizing that salespeople differ in terms of individual propensity to take a relational approach and, consequently, suggests that sales force recruitment and selection policies should be based on an analysis of factors such as customer orientation, vocational esteem, reward orientations and consideration of future sales consequences (Boles et al., 2000; Keillor, Parker and Pettijohn, 2000; Schulz and Good, 2000) .
Secondly, the training of salesmen should be directed at making them aware of the advantages of adopting relational behaviours and at boosting their capabilities and skills preparatory to an effective implementation of such behaviours: for example, the ability to listen and to identify the social style of the counterpart is a precondition for the effective adoption of adapting behaviours, which are a primary prerequisite for building long-term relational exchanges (Rich and Smith, 2000) .
Lastly, systems for controlling and appraising the sales force should be designed for the long term, (Schulz and Good, 2000) , should provide incentives for relational behaviours, if behaviour-based control systems are used, and utilize relational performance indicators (such as customer satisfaction and customer retention) when, instead, use is made of outcome-based control systems.
Since customers vary in terms of propensity to adopt a relational approach and of profit potential offered to the selling firm (Payne and Frow, 1999) , the latter should selectively adopt a relational approach towards some customers, implementing it contemporaneously with a transactional one towards other customers. This could even suggest the creation of distinct sales forces, one for the relational clientele and one for the transactional clientele, distinguished by different systems of recruiting, training and appraisal (Boles, Barksdale and Johnson, 1997; Schulz and Good, 2000) . Again from an organizational point of view, the adoption of a relational approach should foster the creation of sales teams and key account managers, as well as the promotion of management processes aimed at enhancing continuous exchanges of views and information with other functions, especially the marketing department.
This paper aimed to shed some light on the changing role of the sales force in the relational era, examining the activities currently performed by the sales force, and its contribution to the acquisition of customer trust.
The analysis conducted here has revealed, on the basis of the perceptions of a sample of Italian sales managers, the frequency and the intensity with which various activities are carried out by the sales force, and has permitted the identification of four classes of activities corresponding to characteristic sales-force roles.
Furthermore, the research has cast light on the contribution made by the sales force, as opposed to a number of organizational factors in the selling firm, in gaining customer trust.
Finally, the analysis performed here has delineated different company profiles, characterized by sales forces performing diverse types of activities and contributing in varying degrees to obtaining the trust of their customers.
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
The research results presented in this paper should be interpreted with caution for several reasons.
To begin with, this study is exploratory in nature: since the examined sample of selling firms is not statistically representative of the total population of Italian companies, it would be hard to generalize the findings.
Secondly, though this research included the most important sales-force activities and the most frequently suggested antecedents of customer trust, other potentially relevant variables, such as conflict management skills (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) , confidential information sharing and salesperson power within the selling firm (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) have not been considered.
Finally, in the analysis of trust antecedents, the stages of the buyer-seller relationship life cycle, which can be very important in understanding the dynamics of trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994 ) and which could call for different sales-force activities in different phases of the relationship (Palmer and Bejou, 1994) , have not been considered. In this perspective, a longitudinal study may lead to a better understanding of the explored phenomena (Wilson, 1995) .
Future research should first of all concentrate on integrating studies in the relationship marketing field with those relating to sales management and personal selling, analysing, for example, differences in terms of interpretation of and propensity to a relational approach between sales managers and marketing managers.
In the second place, it would be recommendable to adopt a broader research perspective, encompassing simultaneously consideration of the links existing between the adoption of a strategic selling approach of a relational nature by the selling firm, the operational mechanisms used by the same in its sales management processes (above all from the point of view of sales-force selection training, control, evaluation and reward), and sales-force behaviours and results achieved, especially in terms of the development of intangible assets, with particular emphasis on the gaining and development of customer trust.
In conclusion, it would be interesting to investigate the existence of possible intercultural differences on these aspects, by means of a comparative analysis in different geographical contexts.
[1] As stated beforehand, the salesmen of the sample companies do not necessarily perform all the activities examined in this study. As a consequence, this cluster analysis is limited to only the 58 companies (in our sample of 113 respondents) that rated their sales force performance on all of the activities listed in the questionnaire.
[2] See note 1: of the 113 companies in the sample, only 107 indicated that all the factors listed in the study contribute to the gaining of customer trust. .813 Provision of after-sales services (e.g. maintenance)
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